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ABSTRACT 



This paper reports on a qualitative study of principals’ 
perceptions of the impact of high-stakes testing on empowerment. The data 
were obtained from interviews with 26 ’’empowered” principals in select 
schools participating in the South Florida Annenberg Challenge. Three 
questions were addressed: (1) To what degree does a school’s standardized 

test "grade” influence a principal's sense of empowerment? (2) To what degree 
and in what ways is morale affected by high stakes testing? and (3) What 
lessons do empowered principals have to share with others about the impact 
that empowerment has on the quality of teaching and learning in schools? 
Results show that testing commonly has a negative effect on principals’ sense 
of empowerment. Testing appears to generate a pervasive fear of failure in 
lower grade schools. Grade ”A” schools appear to use high- stakes testing in 
positive ways, such as incentives to create student-enrichment programs, 
whereas lower grade schools focus more on meeting students' basic needs. 
Lessons learned from the study are that schools are complex, requiring many 
heads to make good decisions; trust needs to be promoted and maintained among 
school personnel, district office personnel, and community; and barriers are 
overcome when problems are viewed as challenges. (Contains 29 references and 
1 table.) (RT) 
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Abstract 

This paper reports on a qualitative study of principal’s perceptions of the impact of high 
stakes testing on empowerment. The data was obtained from interviews with twenty-six 
“empowered” principals in select schools participating in the South Florida Annenberg 
Challenge. Three questions are addressed in this study: 1) To what degree does a school’s 
standardized test “grade” influence a principal’s sense of empowerment?; 2) To what degree and 
in what ways is morale affected by high stakes testing?; and 3) What lessons do empowered 
principals have to share with others about the impact that empowerment has on the quality of 
teaching and learning in schools? Findings suggest that high stakes testing has an impact on 
morale in schools, on teaching practices, on leadership focus, and on the degree to which 



principals feel empowered. 
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Principals’ Perceptions of the Impact of High Stakes Testing on Empowerment 

Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to report the findings of a qualitative study of principals’ 
perceptions in select schools participating in the South Florida Annenberg Challenge (SFAC). 
Initiatives such as SFAC are arguably an effort to encourage locally relevant reforms, thus 
improving the quality of education for students and enhancing a sense of empowerment for 
principals and teachers. Numerous researchers have claimed that the greater degree to which 
principals and teachers are empowered, the more they focus on improving teaching and learning 
processes (Bredeson, 1989; Leithwood & Menzies, 1998). In direct conflict with this approach, 
many policy makers are trying to improve student achievement and raise standards of learning by 
utilizing high stakes standardized tests (Quality Counts 2001). Some research suggests that high 
stakes testing diminishes the ability of principals to feel empowered themselves (Kochan, 
Spencer, & Mathews, 1999; 2000), as well as to empower others. This focus on test results as 
often the sole measure of school success, combined with the ever-increasing demands of the job 
(Fullan, 1998), has led to increased stress among educators (Kochan, et.al, 1999; 2000). 

The debates over social efficiency and political expediency versus individual 
development and the importance of local input are highlighted in this current trend in education 
(Levin, 1991). This study offers a view, through the eyes of empowered principals, the influence 
that high stakes testing has on leadership, teaching and learning processes, and morale in these 
schools. Three questions are addressed: a) To what degree does a school’s standardized test 
“grade” influence a principal’s sense of empowerment?; b) To what degree and in what ways is 
morale affected by high stakes testing?; and c) What are the lessons that empowered principals 
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have to share with others about the impact that empowerment has on the quality of teaching and 
learning in their schools? 

Theoretical Framework 

The Annenberg reform projects have been an attempt to encourage context-specific 
reform efforts in public schools. Schools, in partnership with higher education institutions, 
community agencies, and/or business representatives, have been encouraged to identify locally 
relevant means for improving the quality of teaching and learning. There are several underlying 
assumptions behind this approach. First, schools are a product of their community. The local 
values, resources, and opportunities greatly influence a school’s culture and consequently 
opportunities to learn (Bartelt, 1994; Kantor & Brenzel, 1993). Second, schools are complex 
places (Fullan, 1998; Fullan & Miles, 1992), and these complexities are best addressed by those 
closest to the situation. Third, complex situations require teams of people working together 
(Senge, 1990) to create the best possible learning situations for students (O’Hair & Reitzug, 
1997). These last two assumptions are often referred to as a rationale for empowerment. 
Empowerment 

Empowerment is a vaguely defined term connected to school reform efforts that has 
recently been embraced by conservatives and liberals alike (Perkins, 1995). As educational needs 
continue to grow in complexity, it has become apparent that more traditional models of school 
leadership are inadequate to handle the rapidly increasing responsibilities of school leaders 
(Fullan, 1999; Short, 1998). Empowerment, especially when used in policy discussions, is 
defined as an alteration in the distribution of power in the workplace (Gonzales & Short, 1996). 
Typically, we think of autonomy and teacher professionalism, decentralized decision making, 
and shared decision-making involving teachers, parents, community members and others. 
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Empowerment shifts the political context in schools (Wheeler & Agruso, 1996) and changes the 
role of principals (Short, 1998; Wheeler & Agruso, 1996; Short & Greer, 1997; King & 

Kerchner, 1991; and others). As this political context shifts, there is a greater emphasis on 
democratic schooling practices (Gutman, 1990; O’ Hair & Reitzug, 1997) necessitating that 
administrators become more transformational and sensitive to diversity in their approaches with 

others (Henderson & Hawthorne, 2000; Reitzug, 1994). 

Principals help to create opportunities for teacher empowerment. Maeroff (1988) 
suggests that key empowerment components for teachers include increased status, highly 
developed knowledge about teaching and learning, and increased autonomy. An underlying 
assumption about teacher empowerment is that many leaders will develop within the school and 
school community (Wheeler & Agruso, 1996). Teacher leaders are encouraged to become more 
reflective about their practice, operating through constructivist and democratic behaviors 
(Henderson & Hawthorne, 2000; O’ Hair & Reitzug, 1997). Principals are seen as key to the 
success of school empowerment initiatives (Bartell, 1994; Short, 1998). 

Teacher empowerment has been embraced by some principals and feared by others. 

Portin (1997) found that principals face increasingly complex interactions and tasks, yet feel that 
their capacity to lead schools has been limited. King & Kerchner (1991) suggest that principals 
have reason to be concerned about empowerment because their jobs are changing and there is 
ambiguity about this role redefinition. The factors that they claim cause principal discomfort 
include lack of role clarity, fear of teacher union goals, mixed signals from their district, and lack 
of training for new roles. Fuller and others (1999) have demonstrated that psychological 
empowerment, defined as increased intrinsic task motivation (p. 389), positively affects one s 
sense of job satisfaction and ability to influence others. 
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High Stakes Tests 

In our current climate of high stakes testing, there is a great deal of pressure on principals 
to have their schools “perform”. Florida, like most other states, utilizes high stakes testing to 
assess the “quality” of education in public schools. Since 1999, students in grades 4, 5, 8, and 10 
have been tested. Beginning this spring, students in grades three through ten will be tested 
(Quality Counts 2001). The 1999 Florida Accountability Act has created a system where 
individual schools are assigned a letter grade based on how well students perform on 
standardized tests. These scores are highly publicized, and affect the amount of financial support 
money that schools receive from the state. “A” schools are given greater autonomy, including 
greater control over how their portion of the Supplemental Academic Instruction Categorical 
Funds are spent. District school boards are encouraged to “prioritize expenditures of funds 
received from the Supplemental Academic Instruction Categorical Fund to improve student 
performance” in “D” and “F” schools (Florida Department of Education, 1999). Interestingly, 
both the top performing schools and the lowest performing schools receive financial incentives. 
The schools that have average performance on achievement tests do not receive extra funding or 
other resources, nor are they rewarded with increased autonomy regarding how they spend 

school funds. 

Most principals and teachers feel tremendous pressure to have their students do well on 
high stakes standardized tests. Studying the reactions of empowered principals provides one 
view of the potential benefits and consequences of high stakes testing on teaching and learning 

processes, leadership, and morale. 
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Research Methods 

Participants 

Twenty-six principals, all of whom were involved in the South Florida Annenberg 
Challenge, were interviewed by phone regarding their perceptions about principal empowerment. 
Principals were selected for interview if their school was involved in one of the longer running 
projects or if additional principals were needed to proportionately represent a school district. Not 
all principals selected for interview agreed to participate. 

The principals represent schools in three county school districts in South Florida. We 
have named these districts Davidson County Schools, Washington County Schools, and Adams 
County Schools (pseudonyms). There were six male principals and twenty female principals in 
the study. The group was diverse, largely representing the population in South Florida. There 
were 13 who identified themselves as White, nine who identified themselves as Black or 
African-American, and four who identified themselves as Hispanic. The principals in this study 
had been at their present schools an average of 4.7 years, although 18 of them had been at their 
school three years or less. The years at their present school ranged from less than one to 26. 

There were three schools scoring a high grade (A-B), eight schools scoring an average grade (C), 
twelve schools scoring a low grade (D), and three schools scoring a failing grade (F). Twenty- 
four of these schools were elementary level and two were high schools (see Table 1). 

Interview Protocol 

Two teams of researchers, from Auburn University and the University of Miami, 
conducted the interviews using the same interview protocol. Interview questions focused on 
processes for decision making about a variety of instructional and school governance issues such 
as local innovations, other influences on decisions, critical incidents, school and personal 
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